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ABSTRACT

This thesis has been written to emphasize the educational,
social, political and environmental potentials of collectively
designed regenerative ecosystems. It aims to encourage students and
educators to transform disturbed null patches in urban environments
to amplify the scope of the students’ education by simultaneously
developing a social ecosystem and cultivating environmental
sensibility. I outline the formation of the Regenerative Earth
Collective, a student-run group aiming to address topics of
sustainability at the Rhode Island School of Design (RISD) and
their work to design, implement and maintain groundwork for
hands-on, experiential learning. I illustrate the Plot (manifested as
a student-run community garden) and its personal, cultural, social,
environmental and educational potentials. I explore the idea of
ecological ecotones and introduce the concept of Regenerative
Patches as a model for spaces of intersections that can enable
and facilitate transdisciplinary and transcultural creativitybased learning. Through adopting and practicing community
gardening and engaging first-hand with the local ecosystem, The
Regenerative Earth Collective has established a framework for
ongoing collaboration with the human and nonhuman contributors
of the ecosystem. This thesis explores the catalytic effects enabled
by Regenerative Patches through literature review, interviews,
case studies, arts-based research and visual diagrams.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction
In the Strategic Plan, Next: RISD 2020-2027, the Rhode
Island School of Design claims an agenda towards “just societies,
a sustainable planet, and new ways of making and knowing” (p
5), however, the institution has yet to establish physical spaces
accessible to all students, which enable direct interaction with
human and non-human ecological participants and the community
that extends the bounds of the institution itself. The strategic plan
is set on very structured, answered methodologies, intentionally
defining the terms; justice, sustainability and new knowledge
and providing very little room for redefining these. In 2019 The
Regenerative Earth Collective was founded with the mission
of providing the constantly changing body of students at RISD
with a common ground for continuous conversations that
reimagine topics of sustainability and address social, political and
environmental justice. The Plot, a community gardening space,
was initiated in response to the lack of physical spaces available
for interspecies experimentation, dialogue and exchange that is not
possible within the limitations of sterile studio spaces and human
designed instruments. This space has been collaboratively built
and exponentially developed by human and non-human, RISD
and non-RISD perspectives. As such, it has enabled students of art
and design to develop and apply creative practices that enhance
their educational experiences across boundaries and disciplines,
address bioregional concerns, strengthen cultural resilience and
form collaborative relationships.
In the following essays I will illustrate how the Plot, as a
Regenerative Patch in an urban context, has served as the context
and conceptual model for students to develop and engage in a
transdisciplinary and transcultural curriculum, arrive at sustainable
and equitable solutions and actualize creative and innovative
explorations.
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“If creativity is not something that can
be taught in a direct linear fashion, if our
primary job is to support student agency,
then perhaps our focus is best placed
enhancing the conditions necessary to
support creativity… What if there is a
direct link between the characteristics
of a physical space and the creativity it
engenders?” (Gilbert, 2019, p 18).
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Defining Ecotones –

Introducing Regenerative Patches

An art and design educational institution is centered on
creativity and innovation. Intersection and overlap of concepts
and ideas enable the convergence of the same, facilitating
unprecedented dialogue and formation of new concepts and ideas.
Innovation is often associated with the act of developing something
already existing; changing something; doing something in a new
way (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). Creation, on the other hand, can
be understood as the act “of bringing something into existence”
or “bringing about by a course of action or behavior” (MerriamWebster, n.d.). The globally exposed generation of students taught
today are, “for the most part, not interested in the ‘starving artist
in the garret’ model. They want to be an active, contributing
part of their communities and are searching for a way to make
the role of artist a sustainable component of a healthy society”
(Gilbert, 2019, p 23). How can educational facilitators offer an
environment that enables intersection and overlap for students to
discover new knowledge and develop new systems and processes
better equipped to address current concerns?
To ground this idea we may observe these overlapping fringe
conditions in the landscape where they are referred to as ecotones
- areas of transition between and overlap of multiple adjacent
ecological communities. Such ecotones are more than the sum
of the parts of each individual ecosystem. Ecotones produce new
conditions and content and therefore, hold larger biodiversity than
each community individually and are the site of emergent
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species and dynamics. As such, they represent a zone of tension,
exchange and discovery. Acknowledging the dynamic behaviors,
constant development and diversity of these transitional spaces,
as well as their emergent and innovative aspects, we might ask,
how can we intentionally create ecotonal spaces within our own
living and learning environments where such attributes can be
encouraged?
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Landscape Ecology by Richard T.T. Forman and Michel
Godron, analyzes the effects of human and non-human induced
disturbances on the spatial dynamics of landscapes. They study
the patterns of distributions of elements and ecosystems and the
ecological changes they undergo over time. Forman and Godron
(1986) bring attention to patches, specifically pertaining to the
distribution and dynamics of organisms in space, as “a nonlinear surface area differing in appearance from its surroundings”
(p 83). He refers to these surroundings, or dominant landmass
of homogenous ecology as the matrix. Patches are formed by
disturbances in the matrix, whether it be triggered by humans or
environmental changes. These patches have species dynamics
within themselves, and their contrasting overlap with the matrix,
or other patches, enables ecotones where even more dynamic
exchange and innovation is occurring. Depending on their
duration and scale, the ecotones associated with patches (or
overlapping ecosystems) provide opportunities for redesigning
the overall ecological structure of the matrix (Forman & Godron,
1986). Introduced disturbance patches are those where organisms,
whether that be plants, animals or people, populate an area as a
result of intentional human intervention. The permanence and
spread of these introduced patches depend on the maintenance
activities. In this sense, the RISD Plot is an example of a patch
caused by an intentional disturbance of the RISD biome; one that
has effectively broken RISD’s boundaries and created a third space,
which overlaps with the RISD matrix as well as the surrounding
ecological and social community of Providence.

Noting the human capacity to intervene and manipulate
the structure and dynamics of space, interactions, and emergent
behaviors and conditions has led me to propose the concept of
‘introduced regenerative patches’ intentionally designed and
implemented to generate ecotonal dynamics. Specifically, the model
I have been co-developing with the REC reintegrates ecology into
urban matrices while simultaneously forging community relations.

[Sketch by Landscape Architecture group analyzing
the common pathways and people flow around the Plot
in order to design the space with more accessible entry
and more practical use. The sketch is also taking into
consideration the direction of the slope and addressing
the run-off water from the parking-lot]
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Scale and Scope –

Research and Methodologies
To contextualize this model, I define both
RISD and the city of Providence as matrices and the
Regenerative Earth Collective’s garden, the Plot, as
a regenerative patch enabling ecotonal behaviors.
Educational institutions themselves can be considered
both matrices and ecotones, defined by their intent of
promoting and facilitating the flow and intersection
of the distinct lived experiences and perspectives of
students, faculty and staff. To intentionally introduce
regenerative patches along the peripheries of
educational institutions, is to encourage and facilitate
learning and innovation across cultural, spatial
and disciplinary boundaries while simultaneously
strengthening relations with the local community
and reintegrating the regional ecology. Through the
implementation of the Plot, the Regenerative Earth
Collective (REC) intends to expand both the physical
and conceptual territory of RISD’s institutional agenda
by facilitating and enabling experiential learning
through direct engagement with living ecosystems and
communities (Gilbert, 2019, p. 2).
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Personal Narrative

Merging Grounds –

Growing Up Between Contrasting Landscapes

I wondered if it was a parenting approach to take me and
my siblings away for the weekends, or if it was simply a desperate
impulse to leave the dense, weighted heat of the city. Like many
dense cities, Santo Domingo was home for many and a workplace
for more, but weekend comes and the roads leading to the city’s
perimeters become tunnels of car-exhaust and megaphones of
frantic vehicle horns. I remember acting melancholic staring out
the car windows crushed against the door by my other three siblings
in a row of only three seats. Our two, human-sized dogs sat in
the trunk, spilling their drooling tongues between our shoulders,
panting as if they had just fetched a ball 200 meters away. Swiveling
buses weaved their way through traffic while the fee collectors
hanging out the side door recruited more passengers who spilled
over the sidewalks. And as we merged into the highway, the chaotic
commotion gradually dissipated, exiting the epitome of humanity.
I grew up jumping between dualities; my early memories
of place consist of high contrast and drastic comparisons between
human and non-human. Why were my parents so driven to undergo
the commotion of talking my siblings and I into being absent from
social weekend plans, packing, meal-prepping, closing down the
9

house, squeezing our teenage attitudes into a cramped car, arguing
over the choice of music or the radio volume masking the nonnoise canceling headphones, paying for too many tolls, wedging
the car through traffic, all to unpack again and have to repeat all
over three days later? The frequent transition between contrasting
ecosystems might’ve been an escape for my parents, and for me
the source of my experiential, material and spatial sensibility.
The more we traveled the more I perceived the liminal
space; the physical space between one destination and the next.
The transitions between distinct landscapes were illustrated as
an assembly line, narrating the life-cycle of material resources. I
witnessed the expansive gradient between human-centered habitats
and unmanipulated ecosystems by weighing ratios of humanprocessed materials, living organisms and un-altered materials;
vehicles, gas stations, pavement, waste, fences, light-posts, metal
scrap yards, factories, power stations, rice-plantation fields, tireshops, motorcycles, mountains, haul trucks, vending shacks,
tolls, barbwire, horses, fires, fruit trees, beam-guardrails, mowedgrass, clay, picnic tables, pine trees, hummingbirds, trails, lizardcuckoos, bees, rainwater barrels, dogs, mud, rivers. I developed an
early ability to materialize that liminal space, drawing connections
between materials, elements, organisms and associate their state
with specific locations and imagine the processes they underwent;
I could recognize these elements displaced and relocated in
multiple environments; in different forms.
Along the way I noticed clouds of smoke of burning forests
blur the landscape; the exposed clay on carved mountains in
mining zones; large tractors tracing the rows on monocrop fields;
mist exhaled from hand-pumped tanks strapped on farmers’ backs;
white plastic weed suppressors contouring strawberry fields;
rusted car wrecks stacked against tall fences; scaled walls of bright
colored trash barrels; large factories veiled behind curtains of pine
forests. It was those hints of industrialized human
[On the right, stills from a documentary film, capturing my observations
from the city to the mountains in slow motion]
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[Monocrop Lettuce field in Constanza]
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processing and production that resolved the mystery maintaining
distinction between urban and rural landscapes.
As a teenager while I began building my portfolio, I would
leave the city and stay with my grandparents in Arroyo Frio, in the
agricultural province of the Dominican Republic. My grandfather
built me an easel from a pine tree that had fallen during a storm; I
used it to paint the landscape before me. Occasional smoke streams
surfaced from between the mountains, inviting my grandfather to
share his concerns over the spread of forest fires and the farmer’s
desperate need for agricultural land. We would discuss creative
methods of deterring the fires from the perimeters of the property,
constantly questioning the unforeseen consequences that might
come with any alteration. Problem-solving there involved a
close understanding of both source and outcome of systems and
processes that shaped it. To this place I owe my understanding
about the fragility of ecosystems and how design, if not approached
attentively, can detonate a chain of disastrous results.
The narrative of my portfolio illustrated the conflicting
inner-dialogue I was having between city and mountain. While
jumping back and forth between contrasting ecosystems I was
developing an art-practice that was both defining and responding
to the relationships of both ecologies. Eventually, these two
environments were in direct dialogue with each other.
While pursuing my undergraduate degree in Furniture
Design at RISD, I developed a practice that continued the dialogue
between dualities; I explored the processing stages of the materials I
was working with, from harvest; to processing; to implementation,
while at the same time, observing and analyzing the narratives and
histories of discarded, industrially processed objects I encountered.
The department’s emphasis on familiarizing our practice with hand
tools encouraged my yearning towards hands-on involvement
with the concepts I explored, through which I developed a sense
of agency and visual/material language to merge and materialize
distinct ecologies.
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Forest fires in the distance
April 2020
Arroyo Firo, Constanza, Domincian Republic
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[Initial implementation stages. First group of plants introduced to the Plot]
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Introduction to the Plot – Case study

Early during my undergrad at RISD I became involved
with the Garden Club with the intention of committing myself to
weekly outdoor engagement. For the most part, we were a group
of around six students who would meet on Sundays to garden and
collectively complete seasonal tasks. In 2019, Industrial Design
student, Chelsea Dai and I took on the Garden Club’s mission to
relocate the student run garden to a larger, less interrupted location.
We worked closely with the Garden Club leaders at the time
during the process of designing for the proposed site. The Garden
Club had been struggling to maintain and evolve the original strip
of land for various reasons: the garden was positioned over the
foundation of a dorm building, which led to multiple resets due to
irrigation issues and building renovations, as well as the lack of
maintenance of the garden during the summer due to the absence
of student volunteers. Upon the graduation of the previous leaders,
Chelsea and I followed-up on their efforts and began reiterating the
proposal to focus on self-sustaining attributes and programming
that would ensure the long-term durability and emphasize the
educational potentials of the garden in the context of an art and
design academic institution.
Once we were approved for the proposed location on 4 Defoe
Place in Providence, we worked closely with professors, students
and non-RISD affiliated practitioners in different disciplines to
design the initial groundwork of the garden. The new approved
site was a null patch, meaning a space lacking diversity and species
dynamics, of mowed grass, located on a slope between
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two parking lots. For the initial design we collaborated with
botanist and RISD professor Hope Leeson to come up with the
selection and distribution of plants that would reintegrate native
ecology, treat and capture contaminated parking lot runoff, fix
and strengthen soil composition, provide students with materials
and content for creative projects, address cultural relevance and
historical importance and encourage outdoor engagement.
Very soon into the development of this project, we recognized
and experienced the educational potentials. Chelsea and I were
introduced to the concept and behaviors of living systems, and
ideas about processes, materials, histories and design methods
that we had not been exposed to in our respective programs. We
formed the Regenerative Earth Collective (REC) in an attempt to
gather student voices and involve more perspectives while also
opening the learning and collaborative opportunities to other
students. The REC became a platform for students themselves
to compose and design the sustainability narrative at RISD; to
engage in conversations, develop concepts and actualize ideas.
Both the initial design process and the maintenance of the Plot
have resulted in and from collaborations across disciplines
and experiences. The REC’s efforts to ground art and design
programming in equitable, socially responsible, culturally
sensitive and environmentally regenerative practices has evolved
exponentially with the involvement of incoming students, and is
now realized in the stewardship of disturbed land, leading material
processing workshops, hosting weekly round-tables, augmenting
community relations and aiming towards institutional reform.
The Plot as a regenerative patch essentially extends
the patch characteristics of RISD as an educational biome of a
highly diverse and constantly shifting group of people, through
interspecies collaboration, place-based/bioregional research and
local knowledge engagement.

18

19

“Social movements are cultural
innovators, constantly creating,
adapting, subverting and deploying
cultural forms… sometimes theorized
as ‘free spaces,’ ‘havens,’ and ‘spheres
of cultural autonomy,’ enabling
experimentation with new cultural
models, forms of relationships and
alternative perceptions and meanings
of the world” (Nettle 2014, pg. 55).
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Implementation and Maintenance

Through the physical manifestation of the Plot, the
Regenerative Earth Collective encourages students to research and
produce their creative work in direct dialogue with place (Gilbert,
2019, p 27). The space in which the action is situated, is modeled
by what is most commonly referred to in popular culture as
permaculture, or a planting method used historically in indigenous
practices; a regenerative model of agriculture mimics the ‘diversity,
stability and resilience of natural ecosystems’ (Mollison 1990: ix).
The implemented model and its active maintenance focuses on the
maximum use of internal-resources, trapping of rain-water, selfsustenance, restrengthening soil-health, selection and distribution
of plant species, interspecies collaboration and community
participation. Regenerative agriculture provides “not only a set of
techniques for the design of productive landscapes, but also an
overarching ethical and practical framework for their community
gardening activsim” (Nettle 2014, p 87).
The Plot as a regenerative patch existing in the peripheries
of an art and design educational institution, enables students
from distinct backgrounds to model action in ethical regenerative
systems to reimagine and reform social, political, environmental
and institutional systems.

21

[Seating Rendering –
Leslie Ponce Diaz, Mary Seol,
Deji Nela Eclarin]
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[Shed Rendering –
Shivani Agarwal, Hiba Hanif, Jisu Yang,
Pablo Herraiz Garcia de Guadiana]

Transdisciplinary and Transcultural
Creativity-Based Education

Contextualizing creativity-based transdisciplinary and
transcultural education within the framework of a designed
ecotone centers location and place as the guiding aspect. Art and
design informed by whole systems thinking is inclusive of all the
factors that impact and are impacted by the system. An introduced
regenerative patch like the Plot, is accessible, approachable and
condensed, offering accessibility to a range of disciplines and
living systems in action while at the same time responding to
human interaction. Regenerative patches in urban matrices are a
curated form of living classroom, in which students can develop
an understanding of their role in the larger ecosystem and put into
practice concepts and models that work for and with the ecosystem.
Providing students in the creative field with a platform to actively
engage with living systems is not just an urgent necessity to address
the course of our current environmental crisis, but a framework
from which to continuously iterate and draw conclusions through
constant intersectional collaboration.
In westernized academic institutions, professions, careers,
disciplines, cultures, generations and experiences have been
segmented and kept separate resulting in very individualized,
single-purpose outcomes. In Five Ways to Integrate: Using
Strategies from Contemporary Art (Marshall, 2010), A place for

art and design education in the STEM conversation (Bequette &
Bequette, 2015) and Designing for the future of education requires
design education (Berk, 2016) we are presented with various
approaches for integrating disciplines using multidisciplinarity,
interdisciplinarity and transdisciplinarity approaches. These terms
are similar but are defined by the initial motives that incentivizes
integration, therefore resulting in very different outcomes.
As dissected by music researcher and research musician in
the University of Oslo, Alexander Refsum Jensenius (2012),
multidisciplinarity can be defined as “people from different
disciplines working together, each drawing on their disciplinary
knowledge” (Jensenius, 2012), interdisciplinarity “[integrates]
knowledge and methods from different disciplines, using a real
synthesis of approaches” (Jensenius, 2012), and transdisciplinary
“[creates] a unity of intellectual frameworks beyond the disciplinary
perspectives” (Jensenius, 2012). The use of the word “create” in
the latter approach for integrating disciplines invites the arts into
the conversation, as is presented to us by Julia Marshall (2010).
Marshall embarks on the idea of transdisciplinary curricula by
adapting concepts of the current conceptually-based art which she
reflects on its ability to;
“blur disciplinary boundaries with its methods and
content while simultaneously emphasizing a research
component and drawing attention to disciplinary
practices outside of art. Contemporary integrative art is,
therefore, key to reconciling curricular integration and
the study of art” (p14).
Marshall approaches contemporary arts concepts as tools
for engaging across disciplines, connecting disciplines while also
contributing another “form of inquiry with some processes and
goals that are similar to those of other areas of study” (p 14). This
notion is also referred to when James and Marjorie Bequette (2015)
introduce us to the work of sculpture artist, Natalie Miebach whose
work also functions to blur boundaries between disciplines of art,
science, technology, math and more using the methodologies and

[Seating Design – Jinghan (Zoe) Zhou]
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processes of multiple disciplines (p 45). The ideas discussed in both
articles emphasize the already existing overlaps of skills pertaining
to distinct disciplines by redefining terms and providing examples
in which these overlaps are intentionally put into practice.
All three articles are emphasizing the intersections of art
and design across disciplines that are already apparent in our day
to day. Marshall (2010) brings attention to how “art is inherently
connected to all disciplines; it addresses content and ideas from
outside of art, including the ideas and information associated with
academic disciplines” (p 14). Bequette (2015) describes how “art
is and has always been a form of mass communication, and that
designers, architects, city planners, illustrators, sculptors, and the
like tackle problems with very specific options and real limitations” (p 44). They go on further to talk about how the intentional
integration of design thinking can aid in differentiating unaesthetic engineering from aesthetic design preparing students to develop
unique disciplinary goals, thus elaborating on the transdisciplinary
potential of blurring boundaries (Bequette, 2015).
Sarabeth Berk (2016) takes this further by describing how
easy it can be “to take for granted [how] design spans every inch
of our human experience from products to processes and services,
so much so that oftentimes as art educators and as citizens, we
forget about its significance or become desensitized to the integral role it plays” (p 18). The passive and normalizing perspective
towards art’s role in the world, described by Berk above, leads
to the missed opportunities offered by the intentional recognition
and integration of these roles, and how their deliberate integration
and adaptation can lead to the transcending and crossing of disciplinary boundaries.
In the midst of social and political upheaval regarding racial, social and gender inequalities, a growing concern for the world’s
environmental standing and the active dismantling and unlearning
of colonial systems and thought, we are encountering intersections
that have not previously been apparent. It is becoming clearer that
the issues we have been attempting to tackle are all grounded in
the same system of power. More recently, we have been exposing
and coming to terms with how these systems of power impact the

rest of the systems that make the earth spin. No system functions
on its own, and all systems are in constant dynamic exchange. The
recognition of the inherent intersections in all topics should be the
primary impetus when designing curricula for the current student
generation. This is where a transdisciplinary arts-based education
comes in.
The REC has established ground in which art and design
students can collaborate transculturally and transdisciplinary
beyond the institutional perimeters and agendas in order to apply
and utilize their educational experiences to address social, political
and environmental concerns.

[Javon and George from Groundworks,
RI, after installing raised-beds]
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[Flax harvested from the Plot, drying in the
Nature Lab before deseeding]

[Me with handbuilt Flax processing tools]

[Materials laid out for Flax Processing workshop led by
Kidder from Hawk and Handsaw Farm]

[Splitting, cleaning and straightening flax fibers using the Hackle]
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[Scutching Flax on a Scutching Board using scutching knife]

[Spinning Flax fibers]
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How do we define social action and what is its
relevance in the context of an art and design
educational curriculum?

In Community Gardening as Social Action (Nettle, 2014), social
movements are distinguished and characterized by a set of four
elements;
“Taking action outside of political institutions
A consciously shared collective identity
A network structure that is broader than membership
of formal organizations
Rejection of or challenges to dominant forms of
power and culture” (p 50).

32

Designing Ecotones – Reprogramming of
Urban Space – Placed-Based Pedagogies

The REC has reprogrammed space to establish ground for
educational experiences that are centered around place. In both
Community Gardening as Social Action and Arts Programming
for the Anthropocene, Nettle and Gilbert illustrate the correlation
between place-based pedagogies and social action. The potentials
of introducing regenerative patches are demonstrated by the
various concepts of field-based programming and place-based
pedagogies that shape the framework of community gardening and
its role in writing the social, cultural, political and environmental
narrative of place.
The Plot as a regenerative patch in the peripheries of
RISD’s academic institution, can be defined as a form of social
movement; the Regenerative Earth Collective actively programs
and organizes collective action outside of RISD’s curricular
expectations and perimeters; the REC and the Plot have collective
identities and structures co-defined by the constant flow of
participants; the contributors and participants that make up the
REC expand beyond the RISD community, the REC actively
works to deconstruct exhibit culture, social hierarchies and
perceived human-nature dualities.
“Community gardens grow in the fertile intersections between
food politics and agrifood studies, environmentalism and urban
social movements, policy and planning, social work and social
action. They are spaces for ripe exploration of the ways people
act together at the most local level while also seeking to grapple
with processes operating at a transnational scale” (Nettle 2014,
pg 3).
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Community gardening is inherently political, and the actions
that pertain to it are therefore, forms of social action. In history, we
have seen gardening used as forms of alternative food movements;
as spaces that assert autonomy and sovereignty. Nettle (2014) brings
attention to the idea that “community gardeners, whether intentionally
or inadvertently, enter into conflict with dominant models of land use
and land management and with others with competing claims and
agendas for the same land. (p 52). [...] The act of gardening requires
access to land, and in this sense at least it has always been political”
(p 85). By adopting and transforming an ecologically unproductive
and neutral plot, into a multifaceted and co-created garden, the REC
makes political claims and visions manifest in the physical landscape.
The social-activism inherent in spaces that are collectively
shaped, provide students the opportunity to break down the barriers
and promises that came along with accepting enrollment in, as Gilbert
(2019) describes, cultural institutions whose curricular agendas don’t
align and often contradict the student’s (p 1). Nettle (2014) elaborates by
emphasizing its ability to instigate reflection to not only draw attention,
but also actively implement counter-infrastructure of the prefigurate
practices of social movements and institutions (p 3). The Plot has
become a physical space to implement that which is not possible within
RISD’s structural and environmental limitations and institutional
agenda. Through the framework of community gardening, students
provide each other with the opportunity of restructuring educational
pedagogies that better suit their creative and academic journeys. The
interspecies, interdisciplinary, intercultural collaboration inherent in
models of community gardening, provide a platform for generating
and implementing new ways of communicating and taking action in
the world.
In Field Programming for the Anthropocene, Gilbert (2019)
brings attention to the aspects of place-based education that enhances
environmental sensibility and motivates a need for collective action,
focusing specifically on art and design students. Regenerative systems
rely heavily on place; bioregional characteristics, cultural/social
dynamics and political structures influence and contribute to the overall
make-up of the ecosystem.

[Exploring the forests of Saxtons River, Vermont
carrying a portable plant-press I built during
my undergrad in Furniture Design]

“Field-based pedagogy in the arts weds content and
context… By making both physical place and human
interaction a core part of the learning process, it offers
an alternative educational approach aligned with how
art is actually made” (Gilbert, 2019. p. 27).
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[Pressing plants in Saxtons River, Vermont
using the portable plant-press I built]

[on the next spread, a portrait of Saxtons
River, Vermont portrayed through both native
and non-native species]
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Throughout the book Gilbert (2019) illustrates the ways in
which field-based pedagogies encourage and enable social action,
facilitate multidisciplinary programming, gather multigenerational
and multicultural interaction, and allow for individual exploration
and discovery, preparing students to self-educate and restructure
the socio-educational environments they exist in themselves (p
25).
As introduced in the previous essay; arts-based inquiry is
essential for the integration of disciplines. Gilbert (2019) further
elaborates this idea by explaining how “artists are trained to
navigate open-ended situations that require new approaches
and non-standard analyses” (p 9), emphasizing their innovative
potential in restructuring dynamics and addressing concerns from
various disciplines. The hands-on experiential learning offered
in place-based pedagogies stimulates art and design students and
their objectives with high-quality sensory experiences (Gilbert,
2019, p. 106). Assigning place as both content and context can also
provide students with the necessary conditions to develop a sense
of agency and support creativity (Gilbert, 2019, p. 18). Place-based
pedagogies broaden the scope of arts-education by expanding the
interdisciplinary, intercultural, and intergenerational crossovers.
Location specific curricula allow for the opportunity to invite
speakers from various fields as well as facilitating interaction with
“elders from traditional Indigenous and Hispanic communities”
(Gilbert, 2019, p 27).
Within the urban environment in which their educational
institution is situated, the REC has offered students support to
co-create and establish a bio/culturally diverse space, one that
continuously evolves with the flow of incoming students, is modeled
after the ‘diversity, stability and resilience of natural ecosystems’
(Mollison 1990: ix), and which allows them to discover, research,
experiment and implement their creative aspirations.
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“Community gardens have been storied in various,
sometimes conflicting, ways. They are associated with
both government campaigns and anti-authoritarian
social movements; middle class moral reform and
working class recomposition; charity and selfhelp; environmentalism and civil rights; community
organising and gentrification; leisure and labor;
economic need and artistic expression” (Nettle, 2014, p 25).
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What are the immediate bioregional and sociopolitical factors that intersect with the Plot? What
are the boundaries we aim to cross? To acknowledge
the privilege, conflict and history pertaining to
land access, I had a (virtual) conversation with
member of the Narragansett Tribe and advocate
for environmental justice, Summer Gonsalves, who
through narrating her experience in community
gardening, illustrates the intersections of education,
public health, access to land, interference of academia
in Indigenous culture and practices, vulnerability of
the young population, transmission of contaminated
foods, and cross-fertilization of technology in and
out of federally recognized Indigenous land.
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Conversation with Summer

Interview with Summer Gonsalves, February 9, 2020, Zoom
CC: Last time we spoke, we had just established the Regenerative Earth Collective,
which we had evolved from the Garden Club. Through the Regenerative Earth Collective, we established the Plot, which is our garden space at RISD. For my thesis
research I’m looking at the Plot as an intentionally created ecotone that facilitates
transdisciplinary and transcultural exchange. The first time that I learned about
ecotones was in Robin Wall Kimmerer’s book, Braiding Sweetgrass, in which she
introduces edges of an ecosystem as very complex, dynamic spaces of interaction;
spaces that are responsive to change. And that’s when she introduces Sweetgrass, I
think, as a species that thrives in edges, especially disturbed edges. To start; what
does an ecotone specifically mean to you? Do you have any personal perceptions of
ecotones?
SG: It’s a term that I’ve never come across before. It’s actually pretty neat. I have
the book, Braiding Sweetgrass, and I’ve not yet read it. I really like the thought;
the intersection between different concepts like science and art, nature and people,
especially in urban environments to facilitate community gardens and what they
mean to individuals. Back in 2019, I created the Community Growers Network, an
interactive website that lists and identifies all of the known community gardens,
farmers markets, meal sites, food pantries and grocery stores to create a food web
and identify where to access resources. A lot of them fall in urban environments. We
took that map and overlaid it on top of an industrial landscape map that a former

43

PhD candidate, Tom Marlow created while at Brown which identifies over 12,000
industrial manufacturing sites as well as gas manufacturing. There’s about 152, I
believe, known gardens plotted on the map, and at least 50 of them fall within or
block radius right on top of old sites.
A lot of these sites haven’t been sampled for heavy metals and contaminants. Most
organizations do lead testing because it’s cheap, but never dig deeper to see what
traces are found below the soil and what it is that people are really using with their
food. So you think of a community garden as a great resource for growing food and
selling at a farmer’s market. People believe they are eating healthier but then what
is in the leafy green vegetables that take up more of the harmful chemicals? What is
the effect; the public health impacts on our bodies? The residents, trustingly sell the
food at farmers markets, restaurants, give away to friends and family, creating this
web of possible routes of transmission where people are infecting each other with
contaminated food without even knowing it.
CC: I attended your lecture two Thursdays ago on Food Justice and Soil remediation
and I remember the map that you showed. I found it really interesting to visualize
how dispersed or close together these places are, like thinking about accessibility
and even also how much of these spaces occupy the spaces that we inhabit. Can
you describe the relationship between the Narragansett community and the state of
Rhode Island throughout the process of developing the projects you shared with us
during the lecture? What was the dynamic like and what roles did people play in
that?
SG: It’s a little different for me as a tribal member. When I was doing my Masters
in Public Health at Brown, I was contacted by a different individual, Marcella
Thompson, who was doing the Northeast Atlantic Marine Alliance with the tribe,
looking at the levels of contamination in the fish and shellfish found in the tribal
waterways. The project ended and it gave me leverage to create my own research
which is when I began looking at the tribal farm, focusing on food security and food
sovereignty. There was not much collaboration with the state relative to the tribal
property. The tribe is a sovereign nation so they have their own form of government
and they make their own decisions. They’ve consulted through me with different
state agencies where they were looking for funding or volunteers and things of that
nature.
CC: Most of my knowledge of the Narragansett tribe and Indigenous histories
and culture in general come from representatives who have been able to access
conferences or institutions of the academic world that I exist in, or Indigenous people
who have written books, and also non-indigenous Peoples who have accumulated
Indigenous stories and histories and publish them in a scholarly manner, or people
in your position who have been able to exist within the same institution that I exist

in. So I wanted to ask about the accessibility of the interaction in and within. Do you
think your position in an institution like Brown allowed you to access opportunities
that more easily facilitate the creation of programs that benefit not only the
communities in which you are working in, but also the Narragansett tribe? Do you
think that at this point in time you still need the recognition from the state or an
academic degree in order to be valued and make progress fostering the relationship
of the Narragansett tribe and the state?
SG: My position has made me use my voice more, having to network, navigate
and seek resources. There’s not a ton of guidance from anyone around me. I’m a
native Rhode Islander, so it’s a little different for me. The lady who formerly held
my position, from Michigan, expressed how hard it is to work with different groups,
even with a PhD from an Ivy; not having known connections or similar stories and
background made it difficult to form relationships. Living in such a small state it is
easy to collaborate and create a network.
It was not helpful having an Ivy League degree when it came to communicating with
the tribe. I actually titled my thesis, Walking in Two Worlds, in which I explored
my traditional background of being a Native American and the culturally distinct
academic world and institution that I find myself in. For my thesis research I was
interviewing tribal elders, and in that process, one of the interviewees, my aunt,
refused to get interviewed and called me out on my superior complexion for carrying
a degree. There was this stigma placing me a step above and then I was no longer
tribal. For part of the work, I hired my sister, who doesn’t have a degree yet, to do
some of the interviews for me. This was super challenging as this is my reality, who
I am. I grew up in this world. I bring the lived experience of knowing what we as the
people need and want just from collected stories and my own experiences.
I will say Brown helps with a lot of resources and they have enabled many volunteer
opportunities for people to help out on the tribal farm, but I don’t feel like it’s specific
to Brown. If I was at any other institution or even a nonprofit those resources still
exist, and I think they’ll be happy to help because now, more than ever a lot of
groups want to work with the tribe. However, the tribe has always been shut off
to outsiders for obvious different reasons, and so I think it helps to have someone
who’s on their own navigating the space, forming relationships and building trust.
CC: Your work is involved in and based on gardening and other forms of land manipulation for production of food. Do you think the growing community of gardeners
and organic farmers in Rhode Island has impacted the gardening practices in the
Narragansett tribe or has influenced either throughout the years?
SG: I’ve worked on the tribal farm for the last two years, so just before COVID
started. The director, new at the time, began planting without a plan, and there was

no sustainable plan of maintenance and where the produce would go. The tribe
decided to take a step back and start from the ground up, changing the infrastructure
on the property. They’ve been working with architects, redoing the large barn up
there to have a place to store and sell once harvesting season begins. The hoop
house had to be completely rebuilt and rewired, wells were installed there, like a lot
of legwork that had to happen. So because of that, they haven’t grown anything in
the last two years. We did partner the tribe with Southside Community Land Trust,.
The tribe will grow things like corn and other produce that are traditional to our
diet and implement planting methods like the Three Sisters garden. But then they
have hoop houses which isn’t technology that we would have historically used, and
right now, the individuals who work on the farm don’t have that knowledge, which
is where they bring outside expertise. They also want to install a greenhouse and a
dry house. A lot of the infrastructural upgrade will require outsiders to come in and
teach people about the new technology.
CC: I remember in your lecture you mentioned something really interesting
pertaining more closely related to your research in public health, about children
being more vulnerable, and you emphasized the importance of centering young
children in this movement of safe and accessible gardening practices as their bodies
are in formative stages and the long term effects would be more significant. So what
do you think about the intersection of food systems in educational spaces and having
children in more direct contact with it?
SG: There are a lot of groups that have stepped up, mostly during COVID since kids
were forced to go virtual for the last four months of the school year. Schools began
looking for ways to connect with kids outdoors, specifically in Providence County,
where at one point you couldn’t access the parks to playgrounds, you couldn’t go for
a hike in the woods. There were kids who were stuck in houses with no outlet. That
was where we started putting together the garden enrichment kits where kids could
grow plants in their house using small containers on a window sill. Then the focus
shifted more towards community gardens and seeing and asking questions about
ages and curriculums. It was really neat to see how schools are trying to integrate the
educational aspect of gardening with the long term health outcomes of what you eat
and how it impacts your body. It is harder in public school systems, mostly because
of funding, but it’s a very common practice in charter schools and even some of the
private schools do it.
In colleges and universities there is a lot of push to include community gardens on
campuses, but not every campus does. The biggest issue is not having students to
maintain them over the summer. And I found out Johnson & Wales doesn’t have a
community garden. This is a culinary institution that teaches farm-to-table; gardento-table, but doesn’t provide a garden to teach students first-hand. We’ve tried to

work with them to change that; but we continuously come across conversations
about issues of maintenance, irrigation and costs.
CC: Do you think having spaces that are grounded in land and permanent in the
region could potentially make it more accessible for the local immigrant community,
the Narragansett Tribe and the constant flow of university students to intersect and
begin building collaborative relationships?
SG: One of the things we kept in mind when working with Johnson and Wales was
having students run the garden during the school year, and then in the summer,
bring in youth from the local summer camps, the Boys and Girls Club or the YMCA
to maintain it while learning and building an understanding on food systems and
community work. Then there was conversation about hiring community members,
most of them being elders or representatives of Indigenous communities. And the
idea is for these elders to bring in the practices they’ve maintained for generations
and collaboratively adapt them to the local climate and newer technology.
CC: What does it look like to adopt indigenous methods of farming and gardening
that solve many of the environmental issues, while also being inclusive of the
Indigenous community and being careful not to appropriate and de-contextualize
these practices? What does it mean? Does it mean that these practices are maybe
taught through guest workshops led by Indigenous community members or offering
books that are written by Indigenous people and sort of re-contextualizing these
practices in an institutional context instead of in Indigenous spaces?
SG: I can’t speak to the tribe and how they feel about it, just my own lived experiences.
I think that a lot of people publish about different practices from around the world.
By crediting and communicating about history and origins, you are spreading
knowledge and awareness. Gardens are so intimate and what works for one person,
might not work for another. And there are so many different factors, like the wind,
the rain and sunlight. And not specific to Native American, but any culture whose
practices you use, has gone through decades of practice to perfect, essentially. I think
there’s something beautiful about that because people are adopting what works for
the space and for the land and what gives back to the soil without depleting it or
extracting nutrients. There’s an immersion that happens with different technologies;
it’s awesome to be able to do that.
CC: It’s interesting to think about the different perceptions of topics like
“permaculture” and how this specific man was given so much credit for the
permaculture ideology, which is basically just a derivative of so many Indigenous
forms of gardening and farming. And because of the academic idea of receiving
credit and receiving acknowledgement, it became a term that was defined and put
under a singular man’s name. Whereas the way that I’ve read about Indigenous

forms of farming and gardening is more about sharing and telling stories, and it’s
not so much about titling and gaining recognition in that way.
SG: I totally agree with that. And any kind of food procurement in the tribe is
always about telling stories and the experience and the interconnectedness of all.
It’s more than just the food being harvested; it’s about every player that makes these
things happen. And historically, we had to hunt and forage and grow to feed large
families. So it’s really powerful that despite all the challenges and the accessibility
of shopping for produce, people are still putting in the time and energy in gardening
spaces.
There is a huge push in academica to publish scholarly journal articles, but here I
am spending six, seven, eight months, sometimes more writing a paper to publish in
a Journal that maybe 1000 people will read in the next ten years. But then I give a
presentation or have something pop up in a newspaper and immediately thousands
of people have access to it. Knowledge should always be free, but it is not when it
requires a subscription to a journal or access to university libraries. So I feel like
gardening is my ripple in the world and how I gain autonomy and practice selfeducation.
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“Stories, like good compost, can nourish a community
and prepare the soil for future developments. Narrative
is a fundamental way we organize, interpret and
understand our experience. Social movements are
adept at authoring rich stories, myths and genealogies.
These provide sustenance, legitimation, a common
language and frame of reference, and a way to pass
on knowledge and experience. Stories help to create
shared commitments and identity. They place the
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minutiae of everyday social movement practice
within larger themes and narratives, making meaning
and sustaining involvement. The stories generated
by and surrounding social movement can assist us in
understanding their emergence, development, longevity
and impacts” (Nettle, 2014, p. 25)
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As the Plot took form, the contributors of the
ecosystem accumulated narratives manifested
in images, seeds, conversations, art-pieces,
an outdoor show, workshop samples, cooked
meals, specimens. In this next essay I present
the physical and visual materialization of the
transdisciplinary and transcultural creativitybased education encouraged and facilitated
by the intersectional dynamics of Plot as a
Regenerative Patch in the urban context in
which the Rhode Island School of Design is
situated.
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Seed Narratives

Seeds flow openly through wind, human dispersal, species
dispersal. Seeds have been an integral part of developing and
maintaining the Plot. The act of collecting them has become an
educational tool across cultures and disciplines. Seeds have taught me
so much about sovereignty, restoration, conservation, anti-capitalism,
feminism, decolonization, history and cultural celebration. During
my undergraduate studies, while working towards initiating the Plot,
I collected seeds to include in the seed library that would shape the
garden annually. Occasionally, I would set aside seeds that could
withstand the temperate climate at my grandparents in Arroyo Frio,
and bring them home to add to my grandfather’s library. The act of
collecting seeds has allowed me to weave together the complexities
that bind nature and culture and have served as access points into
distinct conceptual fields. More importantly, the act of collecting
seeds has exposed crucial outcomes that arise from the integration
of creative fields and social and environmental activism. The seeds
collected tell stories about the conditions in which they were produced
and sourced, their circulation in physical space, their use, and the
context in which they arrived at my hands.
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I began collecting seeds with my mother by keeping the
pits of avocados and sprouting them at home. The bottom half
of the pit would sit in water and be held up with toothpicks
over a cup. In a couple of weeks the root would start to crawl
out from the bottom of the pit, and a little later a shoot became
visible from the top. My mother would then plant them in soil
and, when mature enough, she would gift them to friends and
neighbors. She started getting a little picky; the supermarkets
were now selling aguanosos, or watery, avocados that were pale
and translucent, instead of mantequilla, or buttery, creamy and
bright; those we could only find with the vendor who parked
his cart in the supermarket parking lot. My mother emphasized
to never save the pits from the aguanosos as it would just
produce more aguanosos. This was probably my first indirect
introduction of how the genetic makeup of the fruit is carried
through the seed and the agency humans had to select seed
qualities. For years, my mother kept propagating from seed; my
siblings and I would track the growth of the seed as it became a
seedling and later a sapling. It became a habit to start throwing
seeds from our food around the garden. Sometimes they would
land in the perfect environment for germination; we would find
Papaya seedlings growing in a pot between flowers or a cashew
seedling emerging from a pile of stones near the water tank.

56

57

Lucy’s Unpopped Popcorn Kernels

I had shared with Lucy my seed collection and wanting to contribute to
the library, she offered to donate a pocket of her unpopped popcorn kernel
collection. The kernels were wrapped in a pocket of tin foil.
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c: What were your parameters when collecting?
l: They had to be the Kernels at the bottom of the bowl that
hadn’t popped through being heated in the microwave or in the pan
or in the popcorn machine. They were collected every time I ate
popcorn so whether it was in movie theaters, or if we microwaved
it at home, or did it in a pan at home or in a friend’s house.
c: Did you ever keep pre-cooked kernels?
l: No. Kernels straight out the bag was not what I was looking for.
c: Were you aware of them being seeds?
l: I think I always knew that they looked like seeds and for a long
time I collected like found hard round objects like seeds and rocks
and would sort of have them in pockets, but I don’t think I ever
saw them as something that could be planted or anything other
than something that could just be potentially re-popped, but never
actually re-popped.
c: Were you aware of the possible potential of a popcorn kernel
becoming 800 kernels?
l: No… is that a thing? You can plant a popcorn kernel?! I had no
idea that a popcorn kernel in a dried state is a seed. Wow. That’s
exciting.
c: Where did you store the kernels?
l: Tons and tons of plastic boxes. These little lucite pink and clear
plastic boxes. Same kind of box, different colors, different sizes,
but same container store brand of box because that is where my
mom stored everything in our house. When I was a kid I had these
Ikea shelves in my room that were sort of like a grid that you could
just fill up and they lived there at one point, when we moved they
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went into storage. When I was like twelve. I continued to just sort
of collect them passively but didn’t really have anywhere to keep
them so my most recent collection has not really been saved or archived in the same ways as when I was a kid.
c: Did you wash them before storing them?
l: I mean if they were super oily yes, they’d get like a little paper
towel down, but no, no aggressive washing or soaking.
c: Where are they now?
l: In my barn, in Vermont.
c: Why did you collect the popcorn kernels?
l: I think that part of it was probably like a sensory thing, they just
felt so good to hold and if you put them in a box and shook them
it sounded like a maraca. And part of it was like and if some day
there is no food anymore, at least I’ll have all this popcorn to feed
my family, as though they could be popped in some apocalyptic
future, because I was an anxious kid. But mostly they were just really fun to touch, and like to hold and for some reason they felt like
something that needed to come home with me, no matter what. I
always imagined that they would probably be very bad at popping
because they didn’t want to the first time so why would they the
second, but I think in my head it was like “desperate times, baby!
We’ll make it happen.”
c: How would you describe this collection?
l: Silly and ancient.
c: Are you still collecting?
l: Not actively it sort of feels like hoarding now, and thats something thats bad apparently

The state of Lucy’s unpopped popcorn kernels capture the
variety of patented, genetically modified, microwaved, weirdly
shaped kernels. The collection of these non-viable seeds goes
on to portray the fragility of seeds’ potential as they make their
way from the hands of farmers to consumers. If it wasn’t for
the disconnect between farmers and consumers, and un-viable
seeds, Lucy could have saved an uncooked kernel and planted a
field of corn of diverse variety.
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robsc_16 - American Persimmon seeds sprouting in
a ziploc bag
I went down a rabbit hole when I was told about Reddit. It
was fascinating to me to find a network with communities based on
such specific interests. I came across the r/seedsaving page which
had 5,000+ members and the profile description was “a place to
discuss seed saving techniques and heirloom seed history.” The
posts and comments on this page were generally about finding
specific varieties of seeds and asking questions about unsuccessful
germination.
Another community I became a part of was the r/seesdswap
with 12,000+ members. There I met robsc_16 who had been
collecting and germinating American Persimmon seeds from his
backyard in Ohio. I had been sharing with robsc_16 the initial
progress of the Plot and the seed library I was collecting for.
Robsc_16 was very happy to contribute his seeds for educational
purposes and mailed 20 seeds germinating in soil in a ziplock bag.
With it came a note that read “Natural stratification. Collected after
snow melt, Good Luck.” I planted the germinating seeds in soil
all of which sprouted at different times. Once the seedlings were
mature enough, I transplanted them each individually in pots. Some
of them were taken to the Plot, several I gifted to professors and
two of them I brought to Vermont to gift to Lucy’s mother, Lauri
for Mothers Day.
Robsc_16’s persimmon tree was going to become part of the
ecosystem of the Radicle Apple initiative. Lucy’s family has owned
a commercial apple orchard in Saxtons River, Vermont since 1961.
The property is made up of segmented pieces of land, 40 acres of
orchards, 600 acres of pine and maple forests and a few mowed
plains. The property is being worked into a multidisciplinary farm
with the goal of feeding the Vermont food bank, providing physical
space from which artists can draw inspiration, and facilitate young
agriculture enthusiasts in learning from the orchardists and the
orchards.

[Unfortunately, The seedling hadn’t leafed out mid-may hinting that it may not have
made it through the winter. The seeds were adapted to the slightly more temprate
climate in Ohio, and didn’t survive the winter in Saxtons River, Vermont]
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justinmplatt – 24 varieties of Hot Pepper for the Plot and my
grandfaher’s collection
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I connected with Justinmplatt on the r/HotPeppers page which
has 83,000+ members. I reached out to Justinmplatt to inquire about
hot pepper seeds that would grow in the tropical climate of the
Caribbean hoping I would get some seeds to gift my grandfather.
While chatting I shared with Justinmplatt the project at the Plot
and my grandfather’s hot pepper grow in the mountains and a seed
library proposal for the Nature Lab. Later that week I received a
call from the Nature Lab asking if I knew a Justin who had sent
a box of seeds. Justin had prepared a ziplock filled with smaller
ziplocks that read “To take home to your Grandfather in the DR”
and another “For the Nature Lab.”
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Organic Seed Alliance

I was introduced to the Organic Seed Alliance when overhearing
my roommate, Carmen Kelly, presenting a logo proposal for a seed
company. The early quarantine had Carmen rediscovering her
interest in illustration and conveniently, the forced transition to
digital platform allowed her to revisit this practice really smoothly.
Carmen’s experience, from my perspective as the seed acquirer,
illustrates the potential of interdisciplinary education in building
relations between focused specialists.
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cc Did your perception of seeds change during the process of
working closely with this company, The Organic Seed Alliance.
How?
ck: One thing that Cat spoke to me about which has stuck with my
understanding of seeds was varietal testing that this alliance does
and how much goes into finding the right seed for a certain crop,
like which seed will be produced and ends up at the market. They
spend so much time finding the right varieties to produce a lot
of. Something else she mentioned was how they grow flowers to
separate each variety.
cc: For visual separation or to prevent cross pollination between
species?
ck: I’m not sure, but it made me reflect on the back end process of
testing seeds and how that impacts what ends up being available
in the market for us to buy as consumers. This is not so specific to
seeds, but they were starting an organization which was an online
information hub for organic farming to share information. This
spoke to the need for farmers to share information and how farmers
are taught to farm in-organically; that is the mainstream common
knowledge to farm in-organically. Organic Seed Commons is a
platform for organic farmers and those who are transitioning to
organic farming can talk and share information.
cc: What has your work contributed to the seeds themselves? This
might be a more rhetorical question.
ck: What I did for them was design their logo, so I helped with part
of their branding.
cc: What was the logo like?
ck: The logo was a sprout with the rays of sun beaming over them.
And included the root system, so it shared what happened on the
soil and beneath the soil.
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cc: Could you speak to your experience in working with a focused
creative medium for an interdisciplinary platform?
ck: I think it’s an interesting way to really quickly learn about
what an organization does and what greater cause they are serving,
because that’s what this platform does. It connects skilled based
volunteers with different organizations to meet their skill sets. It is
pro bono work, they don’t expect me to be well aware of what the
project is, I think that’s also the case with doing graphic design in
general.
cc: Well, this makes me think about your work to design the
Regenerative Earth Collective logo. Being in your position, the
more you learn about this project, the more relatable the design
becomes.
ck: And especially when designing a logo; the projects and people
communicate the core essence of something that they want to get
across, like the logo does not give a lot of space to work with so the
challenge is to communicate what they want to represent and what
the most important things are.
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[Carmen’s sketches for the Regenerative Earth Collective’s Logo]
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Experimental Farm Network

The Experimental Farm Network collaborates with companies
like True Love Seeds to help adapt culturally significant seeds to their
non-native lands. This practice speaks to environmental justice by
ensuring cultural security for displaced communities and, through
technology, enabling food sovereignty by reintroducing culturally
significant seeds that have been lost, as well as regionally adapting
seeds for communities that have been displaced to other regions
due to political injustices and economic hardships. The company’s
technological abilities also allow for a recreationally oriented
adaptation of “exotic” species which can become destructive to
native ecosystems and contribute to the globalization and culturally
detached species.
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Truelove Seeds

Truelove Seeds is a farm-run seed company focusing on
culturally important and open pollinated vegetable, herb, and
flower seeds. The company collaborates with 20 small-scale
urban and rural farmers that value community food sovereignty,
cultural preservation, and sustainable agriculture. 50 percent of the
profits are returned to the farmers who produced the seeds. This
group collaborates with the Experimental Farm Network to adapt
culturally significant species.
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Ever since I began reaching out to people and organizations
about seeds I have been amazed by all the support and interest there
is in contributing to educational institutions. Collecting, planting
and sharing these seeds has been an educational experience. What
I have learned the most through collecting seeds is how accessible
information becomes through the act of sharing and collaborating.
Through sharing the work of the REC and the Plot with the groups
I contacted, by collaborating with students and professors to
create a space for the seeds to live in, by having to read through
websites, learning to germinate each seed adequately, planting and
monitoring them in order to save their seeds later on, by informing
non-practicing seed savers on what seeds are and how to store
them, I have learned so much about the interconnectedness of
disciplines, systems and specialized knowledge.
Seed collecting has allowed me to see how the initial
manipulation of what essentially is a genetic vessel, can trigger
dialogue on and action towards political justice, cultural
preservation, community building and accessible education.
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In spring of 2022 The
Regenerative Earth Collective
curated an outdoor show at
the Plot, eco•tonal, centering
work “that has taken shape in
ecotonal spaces, produced across
boundaries and disciplines,
encourages creative ventures
that have been challenged by the
friction points of fringes, initiated
by dynamic conversations
and resulting in reciprocal
resolutions.”
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BENCH / SARAH HOLLOWAY

77

GREENWICH STOOL / MAXWELL FERTIK / LOCALLY SOURCED
WALNUT
Crafted from a fallen walnut tree sourced by Greg Mastors in the woods of
West Greenwich, RI, this piece is a walnut stool for grounding and finding
home. The tree fell in a microburst storm in 2017 and Greg was able to mill
and kiln dry a handful of slabs, one of which Max was able to get his hands
on. All the joinery was done by hand.

“As someone who grew up less than a mile from where this tree fell, I feel
a certain kinship to these woods that I played in as a child, despite existing
on stolen Narragansett land. By taking the radical measure of finding ecoeffectively sourced wood, this piece exists within and between ecosystems,
cultivating exchange and opportunity.”
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MAP OF THE WOONASQUATUCKET RIVER / CASEY MERKLE / TEXTILE, WATERCOLOR, THREAD,
HANDMADE PAPER FROM PLANKTON TOWS IN THE
WOONASQUATUCKET RIVER
The transitional period for aquatic life is embedded in this piece.
They live in a compromised environment floating in the waters of
the Woonasquatucket, due to factory waste that was dumped here
during the industrial revolution. Yet, life is resilient and continues
on spring after spring, and the shape of the river has changed with
it. This piece was created with handmade paper from the water
at different sites along the Woonasquatucket River, to see what
microscopic life lives below the surface.
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EBB / FRANK DALLAS / BENT MAHOGANY VENEER WITH
POLISHED WAX FINISH, WOOL
This is a piece inspired by the curves of decaying natural elements.
Cotton seed pods past their prime follow the same path to decay as
drying leaves. This piece is made of veneer, with non-toxic glue,
and un-dyed, knitted wool. At the end of its life, the veneers will
split, continuing its curving independent of one another, and the
wool will decompose, slowly unravelling. The piece’s main goal
is to encourage interaction with the cycle of decay by using the
language and forms of decomposition.
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TETHERED #1 / DYLAN TESCHER W./ THEY/THEM /
STEEL, MISC TEXTILE’
Tethered No 1 is a 6 foot tall semi-permanent sculpture sketch made
of metal and miscellaneous fabric collage. The piece embodies
themes of eco-tonality in its dualisms of self - community, and
of material - time. The kite-like panel itself, inspired by an
assortment of Ann Hamilton’s drawings, pays homage to the
earth around it through textile driven topography and is stretched,
torn, and mended, as a sort of reflexive commentary on the wind
and it’s mark on the earth below.
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EBB AND FLOW / JADEN BLEIER / CYANOTYPE ON
POLYESTER
This installation piece combines the industrial polyester with
the natural process of the cyanotype. Using the sun (and snow,
for a textured pattern) to dye the artificial fabric places a
juxtaposition between the two modes of construction of the
piece – the first interior and factory-based and the second
conditional on the exterior environment. The two sheets made
in this way are then layered to highlight the unpredictability of
the cyanotype dying process.
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MOSSY BENCH / JAN RYBCZYNSKI (HE/HIM/HIS) / ASH
WOOD
“A few years ago I found myself in Pacific North West, a part of
the United States full of immense ecological diversity. Through
my interaction with those lively environments, I quickly fell in
love with the grandeur of the forests and the species that inhabit
them. Fascinated by the vast and intensely rich ecosystems, I set
out to create a bench mimicking the naturally occurring forms
I find striking in those ancient maritime forests. Carved in its
entirety, I invite you to interact with a snapshot of my memory and
experience.”
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TINY

FIREWORKS

PLANTER

/

MICHELLE

PETERSON / CRYSTAL GLAZE CERAMICS

This vessel serves as a home to a plant with the draining
saucer built into the form. Making these slowly and by
hand give plant pots new life since they are typically
produced without such.
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RE-ENCHANTMENT IN RESTORATION / MADELEINE YOUNG
/ WRITING AND DRAWINGS ON UNBLEACHED COTTON,
IRON OXIDE AND INDIA INK
This project is a set of short writings and drawings looking at the
disturbed ecosystem at Fisherville Mill (Grafton, MA) as a contextual
door into the broader topic of restoration. The writing is a questioning
of the concept of restoration and proposes an approach to restoration
based on concepts of ‘disengardening’ and ‘re-enchantment’.
This disturbance sets a new playing field, an opportunity for new
encounters, and even in a damaged ecosystem, life is still in abundance.
The drawings are visual support to the text, exploring the material of
iron oxide stain and the concept of ecological entanglement and time
through imagery of wheels, circles, and current plants, invasive and
native, that exist at Fisherville Mill today.
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TIDEPOOL COLLECTION / JASMINE GUTBROD /
CERAMIC (STONEWARE)
An exploration into digital ceramics, testing the textural
and formal capabilities of digital fabrication in order to
subtly reference patterns from nature. The pieces are
nested in the raised beds like vegetables.
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The Regenerative Earth Collective is initiating an online interactive website to visualize
the interspecies collaboration occurring at RISD. We find it important to draw attention
to the student interest and efforts to integrate engagement with the larger ecosystem into
their creative practices and utilize their creative practice to address concerns pertaining
to the larger ecosystem. This map also brings attention to the possibilities enabled and
facilitated by providing creative students with a place and context from which to draw
content and in which to actualize their work.
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The website in progress will serve as both a catalog that keeps a history of the student
effort as well as a resource to support other students’ creative journeys in sustainable,
place-based and/or social-activism oriented art-making practices. The interactive website
will allow students to connect with students who have explored concepts of their similar
interests while also learning about the relationships with local ecology including, material resources, species, climate and local knowledge.

“A patch may be the source of a
disturbance such as a fire, or pest
explosion. If the patch is isolated in a
landscape, the disturbance may go no
farther. On the other hand, if the patch
is near others like it, the disturbance
may readily spread. Or a different
patch type interspersed with the first
patches, may be an effective barrier.
Whether a particular patch is a source
of, or a barrier to, a disturbance, the
configuration of patches in space will be
crucial to the spread of disturbance”
(Forman & Godron p 119).
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Closing Statement
The Regenerative Earth Collective has created a platform
for constant overlap and dialogue between cultures and disciplines
that has been manifested in the physical landscape. This thesis has
been written to emphasize the educational, social, political and
environmental potentials of collectively designed regenerative
ecosystems, and encourage students and educators to transform null
patches in urban environments to augment student’s educational
experience beyond disciplines and cultures while simultaneously
regenerating the ecosystem. To remain relevant in changing times,
educational programs should be adaptable in order to “address
current and future conditions and contexts” (Gilbert, 2019, p 13).
The Regenerative Earth Collective is co-created by students and is
physically manifested outside of RISD’s institutional perimeters,
leaving us therefore, free of its agenda. The collectively designed
nature of regenerative patches like the Plot and the constant flux
of the ecosystem’s participating contributors allow for dynamics
to be in constant adaptation and critique. If the crucial nature
of these spaces is recognized, they can be intentionally created
in urban spaces and integrated in the curriculum to aid and
enhance student’s educational experiences. The resulting efforts
to properly maintain them and implement them would encourage
the strengthening and resilience of these ecosystems, multiplying
their presence and restructuring the overall social and ecological
dynamics of urban matrices.
The most difficult times during my undergrad were spent
trying to weave together two disciplines that in my head were very
well interconnected and mutually dependent but were seemingly
unrelated in the curriculum that was being encouraged. Through
methods of community gardening, place-based creative research
and self-demanded social action, I was able to ground my education
in regenerative actions and regionally relevant circumstances. The

inherent collaborative nature of community gardening demanded
awareness of distinct perspectives and experiences, ability to
communicate, and networking. Aside from the enjoyable and
rewarding experiences that come with planting, harvesting and
collaborative work, the formation of the student group and the
Plot required engagement with contributors.
Through place-based pedagogies at the peripheries of an
art and design centered academic institution, the collaborative
design and implementation and maintenance of the Plot has
played an important role in the reprogramming of urban space.
The Plot has been physically manipulated to both address
environmental concerns and support students’ creative and
educational interests. The Regenerative Earth Collective has
convened a socially conscious, environmentally sensitive and
politically active group of students and empowered them by
providing access to aland in which they can visually and actively
vocalize their individual experiences and institutional demands.
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